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Joseph Losey on ‘The Romantic Englishwoman’ 

You made some changes from Thomas Wiseman’s novel. 

What interested me most about it were the various points of view – the 
fantasy of the husband about his wife, the fantasy of the wife about herself, 
plus the catalyst of the poet, who says very little but is the only one who really 
has an articulate philosophy. Wiseman did an original script with me which 
was interesting and good in many ways, but like many novelists he was 
inclined to put into the script purple descriptions that are not so easily 
translated into the visual. Then Tom Stoppard took it and treated it with a 
good deal of irreverence and made it quite funny. He hardly changed the 
structure, except that he injected a bit more of the adventurer into the poet, 
but he largely rewrote the dialogue. It’s a pretty bitter comedy of domestic life, 
and it could be like a more conventional Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie; 
considerably more conventional, I’m afraid. I persuaded Tom Stoppard with 
some difficulty, because he said that this is just the kind of thing he detests. 
But that was fine, that was exactly the way to do it, because taking something 
that he detested, he brought out all the best things in it. 

The book is largely written from the viewpoint of the novelist husband. In fact, 
Wiseman makes extended use of a literary device, establishing the writer as 
the controlling presence who creates the other characters and is then 
gradually hounded by them as they take over his fictions. 

In the film, we’ve made it clear that he’s a pretty bad writer. He’s not a bad 
person, and in fact he comes out rather well, but he’s basically a successful 
pulp writer who believes his own fiction. For all his philosophising, he’s a man 
who doesn’t really create life but simply sets it down as he sees it, which of 
course is an immediate distortion because he doesn’t see it with any degree 
of perspective. In the film he’s not writing a book but a screenplay, about 
what he imagines happened to his wife in Baden Baden. There are a few 
illustrations of the screenplay, and they’re all very Hollywood, very glittery and 
lush and overblown. 

How have you dealt with the business of the novelist’s relationship with the 
other two characters, both as real people and as characters in his own fiction, 
the switches of viewpoint and interior monologue? 

There is no interior monologue at all. You see a woman in a situation, and the 
man projected rather ambiguously into some kind of relationship with her 
which you’re not quite sure about, and then the husband is introduced. You 
see the domestic situation, and then you see this stranger more or less 
accidentally reappearing in their lives and being invited in by the writer for his 
sexual and pseudo-creative purposes. Then the wife turning that into a reality; 
and then the total·necessity for everyone to confront this rather grubby reality. 

Whom do you take to be the focal character? 



 
 

I think the most interesting character is the poet. He comes out with more 
dignity at the end; he dismisses the others. He is someone who’s totally free 
of bourgeois life, whereas they’re totally trapped in it. There’s a marvellous 
Tom Stoppard line, on the first night at the house when the poet has had a 
very good tea and a very good dinner but hasn’t yet been invited to spend the 
night. He has been offered cigars and brandy, and the husband says, ‘So 
bourgeois life does have its compensations.’ And the poet says, ‘What would 
it be without them?’ The poet is represented in the film at the end as being 
nothing. There’s nothing in his bag; there are just some notebooks on which 
there are a few scribbled lines, but most of the pages are empty. 

I think that Wiseman in the novel is extremely unfair to the woman, and 
probably unfair to the poet. In the film the poet comes off best and the 
novelist next best and the woman worst; and I’m sorry in a way that it works 
out like this, because I’m not – in spite of my reputation – anti-woman. 

Did the development of her part have any connection in your mind with  
A Doll’s House? 

Yes, but not in the way I wanted. I like A Doll’s House, although the 
experience was not a very good one, and I didn’t want to do anything after  
A Doll’s House that could contribute to the wrong ideas about it. But the point 
of view which is in both the film and the novel is that the romantic 
Englishwoman was voracious – she wanted everything, and her idea of 
romance was total bourgeois consumption of man. 

In the book, the husband obviously sees himself as a romantic novelist in the 
19th century tradition, which you’ve put in quite a different context. How do 
you see this in relation to the statement you’ve made that you’re basically  
a romantic? 

I’ve said jokingly that I’m a romantic Marxist. I never meant romantic straight, 
and I think I was talking in terms of weaknesses not strength. And I’m quite 
sure that Tom Wiseman’s title is ironic, as the film is ironic in relation to the 
title: if ever there was an unromantic woman, it’s this one. In fact, it’s a 
weakness of me and Thomas Wiseman and a lot of other people; you’re 
trying to be realists in a systematised world, and you’ve been given a 
bourgeois romantic upbringing and education, and so you are in conflict all 
the time ... 

It’s probably wrong to talk about it before I know whether it works, but there 
is one thing in The Romantic Englishwoman ... In the scenes in the house at 
Weybridge (it’s Weybridge in the film, not Hampstead), almost every 
sequence involves a mirror or a reflection, because I wanted to convey that 
their reality was totally unreal. I said that I was going to use mirrors to death in 
the house, and that I wouldn’t use them anywhere outside it – and I 
succeeded until I got to the Baden Baden casino, where there were so many 
mirrors that there was no way of avoiding them. 
Interview by Richard Combs, Sight and Sound, Summer 1975 
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